BAL neutrophilia in asthmatic patients. A by-product of eosinophil recruitment?
Although neutrophil number may be increased in the airways of patients with asthma, its pathogenetic role in this disorder remains unclear. We evaluated BAL of 8 normal control subjects, 30 +/- 2 years of age, and 24 patients with mild asthma: 17 patients with allergic asthma, 24 +/- 1 years of age, and 7 patients with nonallergic asthma, 30 +/- 1 years of age. The BAL of asthmatic patients showed increased numbers of neutrophils (p < 0.01), eosinophils (p < 0.01), and ciliated epithelial cells (p < 0.05) and increased concentrations of myeloperoxidase (MPO) (p < 0.01) compared with control subjects. Positive correlations were observed between the number of BAL neutrophils and eosinophils (Rs = 0.780, p < 0.0001) and between BAL neutrophil numbers and BAL MPO levels (Rs = 0.40, p < 0.05). No correlations were found between the following: (1) BAL eosinophils or neutrophils and BAL epithelial cells (p > 0.05, each comparison); (2) BAL neutrophils or eosinophils and log Pd15 methacholine (MCh) (p > 0.05, each comparison); or (3) BAL epithelial cells or log Pd15 MCh and BAL MPO (p > 0.05, each comparison). Dividing the patient population into two groups, allergic asthmatics and nonallergic asthmatics, similar BAL neutrophil, eosinophil, and epithelial cell numbers and similar MPO levels were found (p > 0.05, each comparison). In addition, the correlations between BAL neutrophils and eosinophils showed similar significance in the two patient subgroups (p > 0.05, each comparison). These results suggest that, both in allergic and nonallergic asthma, airway recruitment and activation of neutrophils occur as does parallel eosinophil migration. However, airway neutrophils do not seem to contribute significantly to epithelial cell injury or to airway hyperresponsiveness in the steady state.